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THE PROBLEMS OF BOYHOOD 

A COURSE OF ETHICS FOR BOYS IN THE SUNDAY 

SCHOOL 



THE GENERAL SITUATION 



FRANKLIN W. JOHNSON 
Principal of the University of Chicago High School 



Every father wants his boy to be better than himself. But he finds it easier to talk 
religion with his neighbors' children than with his own. Much moral instruction must 
therefore inevitably be given outside of the family. If such instruction can be given by 
a boy's teacher whom he loves and respects, it will be so much the better. The present 
series of articles by Professor Johnson are born of experience. Both the author and the 
editor of the "Biblical World" are anxious that their readers may comment upon them 
and make every sort of suggestion. The lessons which will follow this introductory 
paper will appear later in the form of a little textbook, to be used with classes of high- 
school boys. Suggestions as far as advisable will be embodied in the revised form. 



The adolescent boy is the major 
problem of the Sunday school. It has 
not been difficult to make the work of 
the Sunday school seem interesting and 
worth while to both boys and girls up 
to the age of twelve or fourteen. It 
has been comparatively easy to hold 
the girls right on through the period 
of girlhood up to young womanhood. 
But with the boy from fourteen years up 
it is a different case. The physiologi- 
cal changes which take place at this 
time, of which the sudden rapid physical 
growth is the most obvious, are accom- 
panied by more profound changes which 
affect his thought and conduct. The 
boy who has been docile and gentle sud- 
denly becomes self-assertive and rough, 
ready to question the authority of 
teacher or parent. He craves action 
and if the restraints of school seem too 
severe, as is often the case, he rebels 
and will have no more of it if he can 



help it. Through legal enactment, the 
state keeps him in school up to a certain 
age, a sense of the value of an education 
as preparation for life's activities some- 
times holds him longer, but statistics 
of school attendance show all too well 
how strong is the craving of the adoles- 
cent boy for what seems to him the 
freer life out of school. The Sunday 
school lacks the restraint of law and is 
unable to make effective the appeal of 
utility. The result is that at sixteen 
the boy begins to think he is getting 
too old for the Sunday school, and at 
eighteen most of the boys have dis- 
appeared. 

Now we may assume at the outset 
that this unhappy outcome is not the 
fault of the boy. He is following out 
the laws of his own nature. Inability 
to understand the boy and meet his 
needs is the cause of the failure of the 
Sunday school in this regard. The 
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recent rapid increase in the enrolment 
of adolescent boys in the public schools 
has been due to changes in the methods 
and material of instruction from the 
point of view of the boy's present in- 
terests and future occupation. Similar 
adjustments of methods and material 
may be expected to secure correspond- 
ing results in the Sunday school. 

A movement recently inaugurated 
by the Young Men's Christian Associa- 
tion for moral and religious education 
among high-school boys in Chicago and 
other cities promises excellent results. 
On the South Side of Chicago, at the 
Hyde Park branch of the Young Men's 
Christian Association, boys from three 
high schools meet each Wednesday 
evening from November to May. All 
sit down together at 6:15 for dinner 
and at 6 : 45 meet in separate rooms, the 
boys from each school with a teacher 
from the faculty of the school, for a 
discussion period of forty-five minutes. 
One of these classes has this year begun 
its eighth year under the same teacher, 
another, its fourth year, and the third, 
its second year. The number at dinner 
varies from sixty to more than a hundred, 
and the two oldest classes have had an 
average weekly attendance for the past 
two years of twenty-five or more boys. 

The author has had a part in this 
interesting movement, having just begun 
the fourth year with the "Discussion 
Club " from his school. The membership 
of the club is thoroughly representative, 
having had for one year as its president 
a Catholic boy, and for another a Jewish 
boy. The author has placed entire 
responsibility for the attendance upon 
the officers and members of the club. 
In order to prevent any impression 
getting abroad in the school that one 



may secure favor with the principal by 
attending the meetings of the club, he 
has never invited a single boy to attend 
a meeting. It does not appear that the 
dinner is the chief attraction, because 
the boys pay for the cost of each meal 
and not infrequently come into the 
class discussion after the dinner is over. 
That the attendance has continued to 
increase from the first indicates that the 
real attraction is the discussions which 
constitute the chief activity of the club. 

The important question at the begin- 
ning was what should be the material for 
class work. The author proposed the 
life of Jesus, the life of Paul, and the 
moral problems of the high-school boy, 
urging strongly the life of Paul as full 
of appeal to vigorous young boyhood. 
No objection was made to the use of 
New Testament material by the Jewish 
boys of whom there were several in the 
group, but it was the unanimous choice 
of the boys that we take up the discus- 
sion of the specific moral problems of 
boyhood instead of the lives of Jesus or 
of Paul which most of them had studied 
in Sunday school . Life Questions of High 
School Boys by Jenks was accordingly 
made the basis of our first year's work. 

In the course of the year certain 
characteristics of adolescent boyhood 
came out distinctly. In the first place, 
boys are exceedingly fond of discussing 
whatever is of timely interest to them. 
Let an issue be placed before them, not 
as settled but as open to discussion, and 
boys will readily take sides and stoutly 
defend their position. And while some 
of their ideas will doubtless reflect their 
immaturity and lack of sound judgment, 
one may usually count on a larger degree 
of sincerity than is sometimes seen in 
the discussions of more mature men. 
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In the hands of a skilful leader, the 
discussions of a group of boys may al- 
most always be brought to a satisfactory 
conclusion, which will have been greatly 
reinforced and made a vital force through 
the discussion from which it has finally 
emerged. 

Again, boys have a tendency to 
respond to directness and frankness in 
kind. Your boy is a masterful bluffer 
if he thinks someone is trying to get an 
advantage and sometimes he becomes 
a bluffer from habit, but he will usually 
meet you half-way when it comes to a 
question of frankness and fair dealing. 
He will often prove a severe critic of 
himself or his social group. The customs 
and habits of his school or club he will 
discuss with absolute frankness so long 
as there is not involved anything that 
might be construed as telling on some 
other boy — "snitching" he will probably 
call it. He will talk frankly of his own 
habits and will sometimes surprise you 
by the intimate disclosures he will make. 

Boys are thoroughgoing idealists. 
You are sure to find some of them who, 
from a discussion of the vital problems 
of boyhood, will come to feel themselves 
responsible for sweeping reforms among 
their fellows. This idealism, properly 
conserved and directed, may be made 
a factor of great value. Psychologists 
urge the importance of expression as a 
sequence of all good impressions. This 
is of first importance where we are 
dealing with concrete problems of daily 
conduct. So much of our religious and 
moral instruction spends itself in a 
momentary glow and does not translate 
itself into conduct, that it is of utmost 
importance that we strive to secure 
expression of what may otherwise end 
with the emotion aroused and leave the 



boy no better, perhaps worse off than 
before. It is difficult to estimate to 
what extent these impressions find 
expression, and one may easily hope 
for a more vigorous or speedy response 
than seems to come. It has been grati- 
fying to observe, during the three years 
since the discussion club has been in 
existence, a steady improvement in the 
moral tone of the school in such matters 
as involve honesty in the relations of 
pupils with each other and with their 
teachers, respect for property rights, good 
sportsmanship, clean speech, which may 
be fairly traced in no small degree to 
the discussion of these topics. Tangible 
results may be seen in a written agree- 
ment entered into by a considerable 
number of boys not to tell "smutty" 
stories nor willingly to listen to such 
stories from others, an agreement which 
the writer did not suggest and of which 
he had no knowledge until after it had 
been made. One boy, to whom an im- 
proper suggestion had been made and re- 
peated, promptly struck the offender a 
blow which laid him on the ground. 

There are two factors of prime impor- 
tance in the successful conduct of such 
a club or class — the leader and the 
material. The leader must be a boys' 
man, able to understand and appreciate 
the point of view of the boy, genuinely 
interested both in his sports and in his 
more serious activities, ready to spend 
time in thinking about the problems 
of boyhood and in actual contact with 
boys, desiring above all else that the 
boy may form right ideals and transmute 
these into habits of right conduct. He 
must not be over-eager to force his own 
mature ideas upon the boy, but must 
be willing to lead him to form his own 
ideas under tactful guidance. 
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The material should seem to the boy 
of direct and vital importance to him 
as a boy. It should not take the form 
of rules of conduct but should lead him 
to form such rules for himself. It must 
deal largely with concrete experiences 
taken from his own life. Much of it 
then will be local, drawn from his own 
school or community life. It will fre- 
quently be quite personal. To be most 
effective, it will sometimes be necessary 
to break away from an orderly sequence 
of topics in order to take advantage of 
some particular event or situation which 
could not be foreseen. Timeliness will 
then be an important consideration in 
the choice or order of material. It will 
cover, in the course of a year, all the 
issues that have to do with a boy's 
immediate relation to his fellows, to 
those in authority over him in school, in 
his home, in his community and state; 
it will deal with his relations to the 
various social and philanthropic agencies 
with which he may now or later 
have to do; it will include discussion 
of the various trades and professions 
to some one of which he will wish to 
devote his life successfully; and through 
it all there should run a fine religious 
spirit not dragged in forcibly, but 
natural and sincere, which should cul- 
minate in a discussion of a boy's relation 
to God and the organized agencies of 
religion. 

This article began with some observa- 
tions regarding the peculiar character- 
istics of adolescent boyhood and the 
partial or complete failure of the Sunday 
school to retain its hold upon boys in 
their middle and late teens, because it 
has failed to adapt its methods and 
materials to their needs. An experi- 



ence of many years in teaching boys' 
classes and in the administrative work 
of the Sunday school has convinced the 
writer that such an adaptation of 
material to the pupil's needs as the 
public schools are successfully making 
would produce comparable results in the 
Sunday school. Much has been done in 
the reorganization of the curriculum to 
meet the needs of younger pupils. There 
are also some excellent books for older 
pupils, but there seems to be lacking 
material whose definite purpose is to deal 
with the vital, many-sided problems of 
the boy in his middle or later teens. The 
writer's experience here described has 
convinced him that such material, if 
available, would be of value. 

In the following successive numbers 
of this magazine will be presented 
material for such a course which the 
writer has actually used with boys and 
has found effective in the manner above 
described. It is intended only as an 
outline to be filled out by class discus- 
sion. It is hoped that it will not seem 
for this reason scrappy and incomplete. 
The purpose is not to state conclusions, 
but to suggest discussions from which 
valuable conclusions may be drawn. If 
in some lessons there is no reference 
whatever to the Bible, it should be 
borne in mind that it does not purport 
to be primarily for Bible-study. Wher- 
ever the Bible furnishes material directly 
applicable to the subject under discus- 
sion, it is employed; no attempt has 
been made to introduce it at any other 
point. All the material will be found 
in accordance with the spirit of the 
teachings and life of Jesus and will be 
found most effective only as it is used 
in the spirit of the Great Teacher. 



